My mare turns back her ears and hears the land she leaves as grievous music.
At some time in the past, a 'now' has been caught in a time-warp like the Sleeping Beauty. History has become a region, which seems to perpetuate a particular era. This 'haunted land', stricken by a kind of historical mal dupays, underlies the boy's sense of the world, instilling in him a sense of durational space which precedes, yet which is also coextensive with consciousness. It is in fact the spatial side of the 'grievous music', both nostalgic and haunting, which recurs through Stow's work in suggestivelysimilar names from the station 'Malin' in A Haunted Land through the name of the almost-ghost-town in Tburmaline to the spiritchild Malkin in The Girl Green as Elderflower.
Two sides of the mal du pays or 'grievous music' in which Stow's work originates are especially significant, however, and especially remarkable: the way works ranging from Tourmaline and TheMerry-Go-Roundin the Sea through 'Stations' to Visitants and The Girl Green as Elderflower makes the mal du pays into a general spiritual and emotional condition in colonial and post-colonial culture; and the humour, which purifies the nostalgia of sentimentality, indeed objectifies it, and thus instead of undercutting the effect makes the sense of loneliness so much more devastating. This is particularly the case in those novels where a sensitive, distraught character like Rick Maplestead in The Merry-GoRound in the Sea or Alistair Cawdor in Visitants is paired in an almost Quixote/Sancho Panza-like way with a down-to-earth larrikin like Hugh MacKay or a slow-witted, immature, but absolutely 'sound' youngster like Tim Dalwood. On no level is the mal du pays ever one-sided; finely composed shifts in point of view are among the hallmarks of Stow's art.
It is irony and humour along with the understated but pervasive wider cultural implications, which enable Stow in his work to set up and explore a topography of 'grief, of feeling. The mal du pays manifests itself as 'a double nostalgia' in Stow's life and work, Graeme Kinross Smith has said: a double longing for his native Western Australia and his ancestral Suffolk. But the mal du pays always appears in the work as inherent in the setting, whether European, Melanesian or Australian. In his one youthful statement about the aims of his work, the short article 'Raw Material', which it is tempting to treat as a kind of manifesto, Stow wrote of his wish to do in literature what Drysdale, Nolan and Tucker had done in their paintings of 'the Australian environment':
The feeling, the sense, what a Spaniard would call the sentimiento of Australia: the external forms filtered back through the conscious and unconscious mind; that is what these artists convey, and what I would hope to convey if I were capable of executing all I can conceive. In that sense, the world out there is raw material. But only part of it -all the rest is mind.
The feeling, sentimiento, of a place is the environment transformed by the mind; it is through feeling that the 'raw material' is transformed into art; and through feeling and sensations that the essence of a continent, region or place is conveyed in art: a well-recognised ability of certain literatures -Spanish, Russian, Caribbean, Latin and perhaps North American. Among these Stow wants Size is obvious. It is a huge country, however often the journalists may say so, and the distances are vast. But size itself is a complex of feelings. When one is alone with it, one feels in one way very small, in another gigantic. One expects something. One is a little like Adam perhaps. In the cities, personality is fenced in by the personalities of others. But alone in the bush, with maybe a single crow (and that sound on a still day widens the world by half) a phrase like 'liberation of the spirit' may begin to sound meaningful. The sense of the past is linked with this vastness. It is very easy to feel -even to 'remember' -the period when there was no animal life on earth. And on the hottest days, in the most desolate places, it is possible to know, almost kinetically, the endurance of things.
Despite its being seen with 'the eyes of the newborn', by a soul like Adam thrust into a 'hungry waiting country', the continent also carries 'a sense of human history, and in a way that short history is a precis of the whole career of man'. The pioneers of Australia and of Stow's own family (the Stows being a founding family of Adelaide and his mother's family, the Sewells, pioneers of Western Australia) become in their descendant's eyes the 'archetypal settlers' of St. John Perse's Anabase' and Australia, the continent they changed and were changed by, becomes in 'Raw Material' a symbol for the whole earth, at all times, both before and during the history of man. And because of its bareness, its absolute simplicity, a truer and broader symbol of the human environmentthan, I believe, any European writer could create from the complex material of Europe.
What it means, every observer will interpret for himself, and interpret differently at different times and in different places. In its skeletal passivity it will haunt and endure.
The poem 'The Land's Meaning', dedicated to Sidney Nolan, brings out Stow's symbol of Australia in something close to its barest skeletal and most disturbing form. By a metaphysical inversion, the arid interior becomes a topography of the spirit, and exploration becomes introspection. But the Waste Land is not here a temporary cultural and religious malaise; it is the basic condition in which our feelings seek nourishment:
The love of man is a weed of the waste places. One may think of it as the spinifex of dry souls.
I have not, it is true, made the trek to the difficult country where it is said to grow; but signs come back, reports come back, of continuing exploration in that terrain. And certain of our young men, Symbolical Desert named' (Midnite 93). Stow's landscape of the spirit and of love is precisely the opposite to a landscape of the self: it is a landscape of selfloss. The soul has become merely the external observer of the land, to the extent of merging with its emptiness as in the Sidney Nolan illustration that accompanied 'The Land's Meaning' in the original edition of Outrider. The 'skincoloured surf of sandhills' sounds like a straight description of a particular Nolan style of painting the Outback, for example, in his explorers' series. This is an introspective rather than an interior landscape. Weare inside a mind which is really a landscape with horizons, dust and tracks of earlier explorers. Consciousness does not here appear as a perpetual cartographer of inexact maps, almost by definition out of sync with the real world -as I have described the imaginative cartography of David Malouf ('At the Edge'). Rather consciousness is itself a map, however'blurred', on which is traced in temporal stages the journey of a mind through an exteriorised interior space towards the eternal centres of love and grief. This is the spiritual journey of Heriot in To the Islands. But an earlier, less complex form of this landscape that is a mind can be found in 'The Recluse',.written when Stow was still in his teens:
His mind was a long seashore, where the tide cast up its wrack; and year by year the sea roared to his waking, and the whistling wind gnawed him with teeth of sand, perpetually . . . This abstracted, mental coastline is a hermitage for the ghost of a shipwrecked civilisation, a shadowy Prospero without a cast. Even more fundamental to Stow's world view than the desert landscape of 'The Land's Meaning', this coast without a continent is probably the oldest European-named part of Australia as it appears on a modern map: 'King Joao's men, four centuries ago/named it a costa branca, the white coast'. To the imagination of the boy in The Merry-Go-Round in the Sea, the coast is haunted by the mystery of its dark, bloody history; he feels 'a thrill of darkness' at the thought of the Abrolhos mutiny and the two mutineers condemned to be the first two white settlers of Australia (113f.). This is part of the background to the composite ghost of 'The Recluse* -and to the pervasive ambivalence of European history in Australia as it appears in Stow's work. In the article 'The Southland of Antichrist' he contrasts two historical circumstances, which seem to him to have become the two myths from which Australia draws its meaning. On the one hand, there is the imagined Austrialia del Espiritu Santo of Captain Quiros, who never set foot in Australia; on the other, the Jonestown-like horror realised by Jeronimus Cornelisz, the second-in-command of the Batavia, the lieutenants of whose regime became the first white 'settlers' of the continent. The invasion of the self by an alien Other, in which the grievous music has its origin, thus finds its resolution in a spiritual recognition of the Other as the basis of self. The feeling that the youth in 'Stations' has of the land's blood running in his veins is just one example of a recurrent motif in Stow's writing about Australia, where red dirt becomes a geographical equivalent to blood. This acquires very strong religious overtones in Tourmaline, and 'The Testament of Tourmaline' finds that 'body is land in permutation'. Water geographically and blood physiologically return the self to its source. Return is the inherent movement of the natural order, and of the 'Watercourse Way'.
Stow's novels in particular shift constantly between a precisely observed external world and the introspection of a perceiving mind; between external characterisation and the poetic, inner 'grievous music* of souls veering up and down the scale of their potential like the singers of Eight Songs for a Mad King and Miss Donnithome's Maggot. The frequent and often very subtle modulations from the external to the internal voice is partly what has led to the criticism of Stow's novels for allegedly breaking down in the conflict between 'realistic* and 'symbolic levels of writing*. As L.T. Hergenhan has pointed out, the almost schizophrenic changes in register which
For a while the empty road/winding through stars and time to make its end/endlessly at its own last, next beginning' may look like a setting out, an answer to the inherently human urge to set oneself apart, which is what gives rise to grief and nostalgia. But the poem 'Penelope' inverts Tennyson's 'Ulysses' by making the speaker's Wanderlust not the product of boredom with Penelope and Ithaka, but part of a seasonal-emotional cycle: a wish not to leave but to return and renew a buoyancy of homecoming which seems to grow rather than diminish with each roaming. All the adventures, all the other lovers become reflections and foreshadowings of the one lover-island. The mythical pattern is changed because, as Stow has explained to John B. Beston, the earth in this poem is to be imagined as round, not flat (See Beston, 'Love Poetry' 17; my interpretation, however, is almost the opposite of Beston's).
All these stirrings of desire are stilled in the 'counterfeit silence* of Stow's art. 'Love passes into lovelessness' and 'knowledge, motive, power become curious noises, a total wisdom being paid for a total yielding'. In the peculiar reticence of Stow's poetry, as in embracing the Tao, the soul loses selfhood, on which both the love of time' and the grief of time' depend. Like an echo returning to its source of sound to find only silence, the soul in losing its urge for self-realisation finds the lasting land', which is both Australia and paradise.
Here the mal du pays is overcome, not in the consummation of desire, in the explosion of conquest, but in yielding to erosion with the assurance that it is merely part of a timeless continuity. The meanings of words erode, but merely into the silences they celebrate.
Characteristically, this pattern is not confined to the 'Variations' on the Tao Teh Ching, but is inherent in all Stow's 'grievous music*. Concentrated to the point of silence, its reticence imparts meaning through resonance and echo: repetition, rhyme and other melodic radar soundings; inversions and economy, not to say gauntness, of imagery; wryness of tone which sets up reverberations (or country-and-western) 
